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INTRODUCTION 
The black woman in the United States has always played an important 
role in the organization of Afro-American life. Despite the numerous 
problems she has encountered, the black woman's spirit of independence 
and self-assertion has been a bulwark for the survival of her community, 
her race and herself. 
The racism and sexism in American society have produced a unique 
personality in the black female belonging, as she does, to two sub¬ 
ordinate groups—Blacks and women—she has been relegated to an inferior 
status in America.^ The double burdens of sex and race have made it 
difficult for her to achieve at her maximum potential. 
Infinite contributions have been made by black women to their 
race, their community, and American society. Unfortunately, only a 
limited number of these contributions have been acknowledged because 
of their double victimization. 
Not only have black women been excluded from full and equal par¬ 
ticipation in American life, they have been omitted, except for a 
pitiful few, by historians who take it upon themselves to record the 
story of America and her people. However, black women have been affected 
by the contemporary interest in the study of minorities. Writers, black 
^Gerda Lerner, ed., Black Women in White America (New York: 
Random House, 1973)» p. 17. 
1 
2 
and white, have been endeavoring to bring the black woman out of ob¬ 
scurity by highlighting her achievements and understanding the forces 
2 
which have shaped her character. 
Using the historical method, this study endeavors to add to the 
existing knowledge, and possibly delve into some hitherto unknown aspect 
of the lives of black women in the United States. The manner in which 
black women have coped with the stresses of their lives are best 
reflected in their experiences. One of the most authentic indicators of 
their life-styles in and out of the community is the black press in the 
United States. Investigation revealed that the most prolific era of 
3 
the black press, the last quarter of the nineteenth century, was also 
4 
the nadir in the history of Blacks in America. Combining these facts, 
an investigation was undertaken to ascertain the role of the black woman 
in her community and American society as reflected in selected Afro- 
American journals of this era. 
According to historian Rayford Logan, the status of Blacks in 
America became progressively worse during the last twenty-five years of 
the nineteenth century,^ second-class citizenship for Blacks was 
2 
Among the most frequently quoted sources on the black woman are 
Joyce Ladner, Tomorrow^ Tomorrow (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1971) 
Toni Cade, The Black Woman (New York: New American Library, 1970); and 
Gerda Lerner, ed., Black Women in White America (New York: Random House 
1973). 
3 
Frederick G. Detweiler, The Negro Press in The United States 
(College Park, Maryland: McGrath Publishing Co., 1968), pp. 60-61. 
\ayford Logan, The Betrayal of the Negro (New York: Collier 
Books, 1954), p. 32. 
^Ibid., p. 17. 
3 
accepted by the vast majority of Americans North and South. As a result 
of this mass desertion by whites who were in a position to aid Blacks, 
the members of the black community were forced to rely on themselves and 
their own institutions of protest and struggle. Thus the black press 
came into its own to give hope to the millions of Americans who were 
forced onto the defensive by an increasing wave of anti-Negro feelings 
throughout the country following the compromise of 1877.^ 
The primary goal of the black press following the Civil War was 
to keep Blacks informed on the vital issues of the day, as well as to 
support and promote the black community^ new found awareness of its 
worth and potential power. An awareness of oppressive conditions was 
fostered by the black press among Blacks, while it also highlighted the 
positive aspects of the community.7 As a result, black journals became 
the chief vocal agencies of expression, as well as chroniclers of con¬ 
temporary life and activities. 
The press appealed primarily to a small, but influential group, 
the educated and informed, the so-called "talented-tenth". These people 
were articulate, property holders and generally possessed upward mobil- 
Q 
ity. The press was representative of this middle-class and their way 
of life. 
Of the black journals available during the period under considera¬ 
tion, the following were surveyed because of the quality of their content, 
^Ronald E. Wolseley, The Black Press. U.S.A. (Ames, Iowa: Iowa 
University Press, 1971), p. 27. 
7Ibid., p. 27. 
8 
Martin Dann, The Black Press: 1827-1890 (New York: Capricorn, 
1971), p. 22. 
4 
their various geographical locations, and their diverse political, social, 
<* 
and economic persuasions: the Savannah Tribune, Savannah, Georgia; the 
New York Age. New York City; the Cleveland Gazette, Cleveland, Ohio and 
the Washington Bee. Washington, D. C. Selected other miscellaneous Afro- 
American newspapers were utilized. 
The Negro York Age was founded in 1879 under the dynamic leadership 
of Timothy Thomas Fortune. His policy position for effective journalism 
9 
was that a newspaper should be a power for good among the people. 
Fortune was in the vanguard among leaders of the race who did not fail 
to speak their convictions. Although the Age was a Republican paper by 
party affiliation, Mr. Fortune held himself aloof from party bosses 
which enabled the Age to be independently assertive. 
The Cleveland Gazette, founded in 1883 by Harry C. Smith, considered 
itself, "the best, the newiest of them all."^ Purporting to be inde¬ 
pendent in everything, neutral in nothing, the Gazette did not hesitate 
to make its position clear on any issue that advanced or impeded the 
civil, moral, or industrial interest of the race. The Gazette advocated 
education, equality, and progress. 
The Washington Bee, launching publication in 1882 under the editor¬ 
ship of William Calvin Chase, left a record for endurance, forthright¬ 
ness, and racial appeal, observes Roland Wolseley.^ A weekly during 
its forty-four years, Chase made it an exciting paper. He was fond of 
exposes and took sides on many subjects; his position was always clear 
9Ibid., p. 33. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 6 October 1883; Russel H. Davis, Black Ameri¬ 
cans in Cleveland From ... 1796-1969 (Washington, D. C.: Associated 
Publishers, 1972), p. 89. 
^Wolseley, The Black Press, U.S.A., p. 33» 
5 
if not consistent. 
The Savannah Tribune was established in 1875* John H. Deveaux, 
the founder and first editor of the Savannah weekly, dedicated his paper 
to "the defence of the Colored people, and their elevation to the higher 
plane of citizenship. All other considerations, be announced, shall be 
13 
secondary." Deveaux further dedicated the Tribune to an advocacy of 
justice for all Blacks. 
As journalists of their era, the editors of these papers, and the 
miscellaneous newspapers, endeavored to break down the existing racial 
barriers against Afro-Americans and bring a spirit of race pride and 
encouragement to their communities which were essential factors in 
keeping the race together. 
The black woman, during this nadir, was a very viable and positive 
force in her community. She persevered through racism and sexism so 
that her family, her community and her race could survive in a hostile 
environment. She has survived, and a part of her story, through the 




Savannah Tribune. 4 December 1875. 
CHAPTER I 
EDUCATION AND ECONOMIC PURSUITS OF BLACK WOMEN 
Education Pursuits 
It is commonly believed that a greater premium is placed on the 
higher education of girls than boys in the black community.^ The black 
woman's education is considered a valuable investment in her future. The 
education needs of the black woman between emancipation and the beginning 
2 
of the twentieth century were met by white and black benefactors. Des¬ 
pite the fact that many whites were zealous toward educating the Afro- 
American, it was evident to many Blacks that they had to take an interest 
in the education of their own people. 
The Freedman's Bureau, philanthropists, and certain religious 
denominations aided in the training of black teachers by establishing 
black colleges. In 1881 the first educational institution, Spelman 
Seminary, expressly for the purpose of training black women was founded 
in Atlanta, Georgia. Initially Spelman's objective was to provide 
training for teachers for the public schools and skilled Christian 
3 
workers. The education of the black woman appears to have been based 
^Henry Bullock, A History of Negro Education in the South From 1619 
to the Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), p. 117. 
2 
Allen B. Ballard, The Education of Black Folk (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1973), p. 14. 
3 
Florence M. Read, The Story of Spelman College (Princeton: Prince¬ 
ton University Press, 1961), pp. 1-50; also see Jeanne L. Noble, The 
Negro Woman's College Education (New York: Straford Press, 1956), p. 22. 
6 
7 
on a philosophy which implied that she was weak and that at best she 
should be made fit to rear children and be a homemaker, but the practical 
need for teachers of the race was greater. 
Sensing the need for education, the black woman did not take a 
back seat to the man when it came to promoting education. The press 
revealed her as a student in higher education, a public school teacher, 
a school administrator and as an activist in promoting quality education 
for Blacks. The leading black female journalist during the I880*s, 
Nellie F. Mossel1, asserted that the opening of higher education to 
women gave to society a class of women that formerly existed only to a 
limited extent, because an intellectual life "is devoted to self- 
sacrifice and self-culture." 
She further warned the woman who wanted to make intellectual pro- 
4 
gress not to marry a man beneath her. 
It is not ascertained the number of black women who conceived of 
themselves as intellectuals, but the black press presented an image of 
the black woman who was concerned and involved with community education. 
During the latter part of the nineteenth century the attainment of 
a high school education was a feat among black women. In 1885, three 
women, Jennie Minard, Annie M. Head and Susie Cooper graduated from high 
school in Springfield, Illinois,^ and Miss Tilla C. Vena, the first black 
student at the Cincinnati College of Music, graduated from the black 
high school in Cleveland in 1885, also.^ 
h 
"Education and Marriage," New York Age, 30 October 1886, p. 4. 
^Cleveland Gazette. 28 February 1885. 
6Ibid. 
8 
There is evidence that women were successful in jobs. Miss Minerva 
Edwards of Bay City, Michigan, a city of about 22,000 inhabitants, was 
hired as a teacher's assistant after she graduated from high school in 
1881. She said of her experience in a white schools 
The first year they placed me in the primary department 
some of the parents of the children objected at first and 
withdrew their children, but they were glad to send them 
back. Last year I was made assistant in the 5th and 6th 
grades. Among my pupils I number some from the first 
families of the city. No, I do not have any trouble now at 
all.7 
In higher education, the black woman not only attended college, but 
a few also qualified to teach on the college level. As early as 1881, 
the two female members of the college faculty of Wilberforce University 
g 
in Ohio sent in their resignations. The reasons were not given for their 
abdication, but the next year, 1882, the administration supported a lady 
teacher, Miss E. L. George, who had gotten into a shouting match with a 
male student. To maintain his student status, the school compelled him 
to ask the lady's pardon. He declined and was expelled, even though his 
9 
fellow students clamored for his reinstatement. 
Another black institution, Howard University of Washington, D. C., 
experienced a very unpleasant affair. A young woman student "lost" 
$15.00 which was reported stolen from her room. A woman student from 
Pennsylvania was accused of taking the money. Howard's officials called 
the police in to handle the problem instead of taking care of it them¬ 
selves. The Cleveland Gazette blasted the President and the dormitory 
^New York Age, 13 January 1883. 
g 
Cleveland Gazette, 16 September 1883. 
Q 
Chicago (Illinois) Conservator, 23 December 1881. 
9 
matron for calling in civil authorities: 
It was wholly improper for the authorities of a University 
to allow—for a moment—a police officer to invade the sanctity 
of the ladies dormitory to arrest a young lady student. It was 
a dirty outrage. The University should have settled their own 
affairs.10 
Following the outcome of the "Howard Incident," the Gazette reported 
that Mrs. Ophelia Bright, the accused student, entered a suit for 
$10,000 in damages against Howard's President William M. Patton and 
Mary Hunt, the matron, for their outrageous treatment.^ 
Mary Lawson, an honors graduate of Wilberforce, 1883, was among 
the black women who took their skills as educators into the community. 
12 
She took a position in New Jersey, while a sister educator Miss 
Capitola Watson accepted a position as teacher in the school in Dover 
13 
Indian territory. 
Women who taught in the public schools of Savannah were not paid 
in portions of 1874 and 1875» and they were paid less than men teachers. 
The Tribune attributed this to blatant sexism, and urged the race to 
14 
support "all Colored teachers regardless of sex." 
The black community in Richmond, Virginia, exhibited a community 
spirit by requesting "Colored teachers to teach in Colored schools."^ 
The Virginia Star, in an editorial, declared that the attendance, 
^Cleveland Gazette, 29 March 1884. 
^Ibid., 26 April 1884. 
^Ibid., 29 September 1883- 
^ ^Wichita (Kansas) National Baptist World. 31 August 1894. 
14 
Savannah Tribune, 5 February 1876. 
^^Richmond (Va.) Virginia Star, 12 March 1887- 
10 
scholarship, punctuality and deportment in black schools taught by 
black teachers were better than those taught by whites.^ Representa¬ 
tive of the capable black teachers was Mrs. S. C. Sampson Eldridge who, 
after a visit from her superiors, was lauded for her works 
The little ones were well disciplined and each showed 
from the masterly way in which they delivered their speeches 
that they were properly drilled.^? 
As more and more black women continued to enter college to prepare for 
teaching, some among them branched out into administrative phases of 
education and are recorded in history as leaders of their day and time. 
Virginia is the only state found in the journals surveyed during this 
period who used women as administrators in public schools. Mrs. Sarah 
A. Gray of Alexandria was re-appointed principal of the local black 
18 
school. Another Virginian, Mrs. Sarah Byrd of Petersburg, was in 
charge of a school in which 125 black pupils were enrolled in 1883• 
Miss Byrd was appointed after the schools were boycotted until black 
19 
teachers were placed over them. 
It is interesting to note that while one Southern city, Richmond, 
successfully boycotted the segregated black school until it was adminis¬ 
tered on a totally segregated basis by having black teachers placed over 
20 
it, Blacks in Cincinnati sought an eradication of separate schools. 







Richmond (Virginia) Planet, 
Ibid. 
New York Age, 5 May 1883. 
12 July 1890. 
Richmond (Virginia) Virginia Star, 9 December 1882. 
11 
this situation, chided the husbands of "Colored" female teachers, calling 
them "wild geese" for wanting the segregated school for Blacks to con¬ 
tinue just so their wives would be assured of a job. Several of the 
female teachers took a stand on the issue by putting the welfare of the 
race first. Rebecca Elliott declared that she was willing to go in the 
washtub rather than teach in "Colored" schools, while one of her col¬ 
leagues, L. Brown, stated that: "The integration of Cincinnati public 
schools may throw me out of employment, but I am willing to lose my 
place rather than see Colored schools continue that are detrimental to 
21 
the whole race." 
Not easily intimidated, black women fought the system for their 
rights to a quality education. Eva A. Gazaway instituted a suit against 
William J. White, principal of a school in Ohio, because he refused to 
allow her to attend the public school. However, the racist judge 
admonished the jury to rule in favor of the defendant, because, as the 
judge stated, "There are two colored schools accessible to the plain- 
22 
tiff." This kind of commitment by black women to and for quality 
education was the rule rather than the exception. 
In-service teachers attended teacher institutes to equip themselves 
better for the education of the race. Katie Hill and Anna Gordon of 
Richmond, Virginia, attended a teachers* institute along with 175 other 
23 
black teachers. Maggie Taylor, Wytheville, Virginia, was so grateful 
^Cleveland Gazette. 26 April 1884. 
22 
Chicago (Illinois) Conservator, 18 November 1882. 
23 Richmond (Va.) Richmond Planet, 19 July 1890 
12 
to the two professors who conducted an institute for teachers at the 
Roanoke Peabody Institute that she requested another one in the "near 
24 
future." 
The black woman not only had to deal with adverse external forces 
in her struggle to get an education, but objections to the higher educa¬ 
tion of black women came from her own people. One of the early black 
women to secure an A. B. degree in 1881, Mary Church Terrell, in speaking 
of her father's attitude about this matter stated: 
It was held by most people that women were unfitted to 
do their work in the home if they studied Latin, Greek, and 
higher mathematics. Many of my friends tried to dissuade 
me from studying for an A. B. degree. After I had finished 
college my father did not want me to get a job teaching. He 
felt that he was able to support me. He disinherited me, 
refused to write to me . . . because I went to Wilberforce 
to teach. Further I was ridiculed and told that no man would 
marry a woman who studied higher mathematics. I said I'd take 
a chance and run the risk.25 
Although getting an education during the last quarter of the nine¬ 
teenth century was difficult for the black woman, many succeeded and 
returned to the black community to give advice, make suggestions and 
impart knowledge to its people on their way upward. 
Economic Pursuits 
Historically black women have held jobs which ranked lower than 
those of men at every class level. Even though black women have had 
more access to white society than black men, they continue to be at the 
bottom of the occupational pyramid. 
A study of the economic pursuits of black females indicates that 
?4 
Richmond Planet, 25 August 1888. 
oc 
pMary Church Terrell, A Colored Woman in a White World (Washing¬ 
ton, D. C.î Ramsdel1, Inc., 1940), p. 18. 
13 
they traditionally fall into the following groupings: (1) the leisure 
class, which constitutes a very small segment of the black female popu¬ 
lation, composed of the wives and daughters of men who are able to 
sustain their families without the females entering the work force; (2) 
the business and professional group, the most active and progressive 
group; (3) the trades and industry group; and (4) the domestic and 
, . 26 personal services group. 
Research on the period 1875-1890 revealed that the black press was 
concerned with the economic ventures of middle-class black females, 
those women who fell within the leisure, business and professional 
classes. These women were not in the majority, but due to the priority 
of the black press in appealing to the educated urban dweller, this 
segment received coverage. 
Rare and diverse occupations held by black women were chronicled 
in the press such as that of Mary L. Redmond, a news-dealer in Brooklyn, 
New York, who took pride in delivering all the daily papers to resi- 
27 
dences, Maria Brown of Cleveland prospered in the retail grocery busi- 
28 
ness, and Mary Crawford, a New Yorker, who directed an employment 
agency in New York during 1883* Her ingenuity guided her to provide a 
29 
agency for securing workers, male or female, to fill any capacity. 
26 
Elise Johnson McDougald, "The Task of Negro Womanhood," The New 
Negro, ed. Alain Locke (New York: Atheneum Press, 1925), p. 369. 
^New York Age, 4 May 1883• 
28 
Cleveland Gazette, 24 January 1885- 
29 New York Age, 14 April 1883- 
14 
For those who considered shopping an undesirable chore, Mrs. 
C. A. Attwel1, a New York purchasing agent and owner of the service, 
made that phase of life a little less arduous. She could be engaged to 
do all the shopping needed in a family, purporting to make the best 
30 
selections at New York prices. To further facilitate the management 
of the home, New Yorkers could employ Mrs. A. Whitehead as cuisinière. 
She advertised as a public cook catering dinners, lunches, and break- 
31 
fasts as well as parties and weddings. Of a less cosmopolitan nature, 
but as essential as the other services, was the watermelon stand opera¬ 
ted on Main Street in Wichita, Kansas, by the enterprising Mrs. Henry 
32 
Bynum, and the agriculturist, Mrs. Kate Harper, who owned, operated 
33 
and eventually sold her farm to another tiller of the soil. 
However, it was the personal service workers to which Mary Crawford 
catered that was most indicative of the bona fide condition of the ma¬ 
jority of the black female population. During the transitional period 
following the Civil War, black women, for the most part, were maids, 
laundresses, cooks, seamstresses, nurse maids, hairdressers and day 
laborers—not the exceptional women revealed by the press. In 1890, 
the census revealed that 975,530 black women were employed and of that 
number 38.7 per cent were in agriculture; 30.8 per cent were "servants", 
^New York Age. 6 January 1883• 
^ New York Age. 17 March 1883• 
^2Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 3 August 1894. 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 27 July 1894. 
15 
including cooks, chamber maids, and others; 15.5 per cent were laundres¬ 
ses; and 2.7 per cent were engaged in manufacturing and mechanical 
jobs.34 
In spite of this reality, the black press made infrequent refer¬ 
ences to women in the domestic and other personal services except in 
the form of "Help-Wanted" advertisements. These notices for domestics 
requested that applicants be competent, have good references and be 
"Colored". This stipulation implies the race caste associated with 
35 
doing domestic work. However, it was asserted by one paper that 
domestic work could be made a stepping stone to the higher grades of 
labor. It was also conceded that a good domestic was as essential 
in her spheres as the school teacher was in hers. 
With the emphasis on the woman of middle-class standing, the lady 
of business, of the professions, and of the trades was highlighted. 
These women were successfully involved in diverse occupations, pro¬ 
fessionally and non-professionally. Women who engaged in non¬ 
professional occupations provided services for the comunity-self-help 
ventures which proved useful to a community of people beset by insti¬ 
tutional racism. Social changes affecting black citizens during the 
post-reconstruction years, segregation in cities, both North and South, 
created a community consciousness. It is noted that a greater degree 
of community consciousness prevailed among Blacks in the South than 
34 
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eleventh Census of the United States, 
I890t Population, 2:102. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 31 August 1889. 
16 
among those in the North. 
Among the services provided to the black community by women were 
those of dressmakers, hairdressers, nurses, "social workers" and inn¬ 
keepers. The attitude prevailed among many women to care for their own. 
A Mrs. Jackson of Omaha, Nebraska, received commendation for being the 
best matron at the children's home. In an advertisement attesting to 
thirty-five years of experience as "ladies nurse", Mrs. Maria Reed 
requested the patronage of her many friends to use her "know-how" as a 
37 
nurse at rates they could afford. 
Advertisements of services offered by black women are reliable 
indicators of the scope of occupations which they delved into for the 
perpetuation and elevation of the community. Northern newspapers fre- 
oQ 
quently ran advertisements soliciting patronage to "hair emporiums". 
These cosmetologists specialized in preparing the latest hair creations. 
Illustrative of this was a notice in the Cleveland Gazette: 
Mrs. Minnie Alfred is prepared to do all kinds of 
hair work. . . .Work done on short notice, dressing 
the hair and trimming bangs a specialty.39 
Another announcement by Mrs. K. R. Parker of Washington, D. C. soliciting 
clients left no hair need unattended: 
Hair Emporium 
Hair straightened, shampooed, dressed, crimped and 
bangs trimmed. * . .Wishes the patronage of our 
people.40 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 22 June 1894. 
37pmaha (Nebraska) Progress, 21 May 1890. 
38 
Cleveland Gazette. Washington Colored American and New York Age. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 4 April 1885• 
40 Washington (D. C.) Colored American, 11 August 1894 
17 
With the black beauty business on the increase during the 1880*5, women 
capitalized further on the accentuation of the head by opening millinery 
shops. Pricing her millinery goods to suit the times, a Mrs. Palmer 
41 
opened a shop right in the comfort of her home, while milliner Mrs. K. 
42 
Powers of Savannah, Georgia, appealed to the ladies to visit her store. 
Mrs. W. A. Halston of New Orleans, in an effort to fulfill the demands 
of clubs and lodges in the black community, made flags, banners, badges, 
Z|if 
and other organizational paraphernalia. 
Along with community operated businesses, which promoted the idea 
of self-help and fulfilled many of the needs of the community, the black 
woman engaged in enterprises which could be utilized by a larger segment 
of society. Female entrepreneurs were primarily engaged in businesses 
which they possessed sole ownership or in partnerships rarely exceeding 
two. Illustrative of this is the partnership formed by two Circleville, 
Ohio, women A. Stewart and J. Poindexter, who opened a hair and clothing 
45 
store in 1885. The black business woman specialized in those services 
with which she was most familiar because she was totally dependent upon 
herself and her race for the success or failure of her endeavors. 
Black women recognized the importance of training the youth of the 
black community. Answering this need, some ministered unto the juveniles 
in an effort to retard delinquency—by offering various instructive ser¬ 
vices. In the Cleveland area if the public schools available did not 
meet parental approval parents could send their children, when they 
^Wichita (Kansas) People*s Friend, 20 July 1890. 
^Savannah Echo, 10 February 1884. 
43 
Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 11 August 1894. 
New Orleans (Louisiana) Crusader, 19 July 1890. 
45 Cleveland Gazette, 25 April 1885 
18 
could afford it, to the private school under the auspices of Miss Eva 
Self. In the advertisement she ran soliciting patronage, "her school" 
46 
was underlined, denoting pride in ownership. In Washington, D. C., 
specialization was practiced by Mrs. A. Smith who reported success with 
47 
her private school for black children ages 6-9 years old. 
Attention was given to the education of the hands (to the despair 
of some uncomprehending youngster) as well as to the mind in the various 
music schools championed by black women. Illustrative of these schools 
was the one operated by Miss Clada Pleasant, Mansfield, Ohio, one of the 
first piano teachers in that city. She reported a very large class 
48 
composed of "members of the best families." A sister musician and 
instructor of piano forte. Miss E. Augusta White of New York, was 
selective and took only those students who wished special tutelage in 
49 
fingering, stating that "no beginners need apply." 
Boarding houses administered by black women offer a unique illus¬ 
tration of the pride and community spirit fostered by ownership. Jour¬ 
nals in all geographical regions carried advertisements submitted by 
women who were prepared to receive lodgers. The wordage of the adver¬ 
tisements attest to the preparation put into these boarding establish¬ 
ments. Always purporting to render first class service, the owners of 
46 
Cleveland Gazette, 2 February 1884. 
47 
Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 7 March 1885• 
48 
Cleveland Gazette, 31 August 1889. 
49 
New York Age, 4 March 1886. 
19 
these boarding houses specialized in preparing comfortable rooms and 
tasty meals. In Cleveland no less than eight identifiable females 
50 
advertised lodgings for rent in one issue of an urban newspaper. The 
Washington Colored American, in a single edition, listed ten advertise¬ 
ments for quarters. Of the ten owners listed, seven were married 
ladies.^ As early as 1876 Mrs. C. E. Gilbert ran an advertisement for 
her boarding house, "Centenial Keystone", in Philadelphia where one could 
52 
find all the comforts of home at moderate charges. It is apparent 
that women controlled this sector of business in the black community. 
The home was made available for other uses to the community by the 
enterprising black female. She sometimes converted her home into a 
53 54 
restaurant, serving fifteen cents meals, a hair emporium or a sewing 
room.^ Responding to a similar kind of need, Mrs. Jane Gray of Louis¬ 
ville, Kentucky opened up her parlor for rent to clubs and to those 
interested in having private parties.^ 
Whether operating an ice cream parlor of fruits and confection- 
r*7 O 
eries, ' or tending a summer resort "for Colored patrons" in New Jersey, 
^C level and Gazette, 25 April 1885. 
Cl 
Washington (D.C.) Colored American. 11 August 1890. 
52 
Savannah Tribune, 22 July 1876. 
^Louisville (Kentucky) Bulletin, 24 September 1881. 
54 
Savannah Echo, 10 February 1884. 
^Des Moines (Iowa) Weekly Avalanche, 20 January 1890. 
^Ibid., 20 January 1890. 
^Ibid., 2 February 1884. 
rO 
? Washington (D. C.) Colored American, 11 August 1890. 
20 
black women made creditable showings in the operation of small businesses. 
Their greatest strength was the insight they demonstrated in recognizing 
the needs of the black corrmunity, and doing what they could to fulfill 
them. 
In the professions, women were a minority within a minority. The 
black press did highlight and support women who, against odds, specialized 
in selected activities. Among these was a traveling preacher, a Mrs. 
Barnes, who was billed as "the lady preacher" on the revival circuit. 
The Cleveland Gazette reported that she conducted a very successful re¬ 
vival in Youngstown, Ohio, in 1884.^ Edmonia Edwards ^Lewis/» sculptress, 
an oddity to Americans of this era, traveled abroad to receive exposure 
for her work. In 1884, while she was in London, England, Miss Edwards 
received an order from Lord Bute to execute a marble statue of the Virgin 
Mary, the cost of which was $3,500.^ Back on the home-front, black 
women were being admitted into government service. In Washington, D. C., 
Fredrick Douglass used his influence to secure a job at the government 
printing office for Miss Anna Garrett. However, the salary was insuffi¬ 
cient to maintain her and the invalid mother of which she was the sole 
support. On the death of Miss Garrett’s mother, the church and Sunday 
School raised $67 to defray the funeral expenses.^ In Kansas three 
young women were employed as engrossing clerks to prepare the final text 
Ô2 
of official documents by the Kansas State legislature of 1885. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 2 February 1884. 
^Ibid., 23 February 1884. 
^Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 11 August 1883• 
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Professional activities were primarily restricted to school teach¬ 
ing, journalism and the performing arts. Women engaged in the perform¬ 
ing arts entertained within the black community going from city to city 
on concert tours. The most prevailing black artist of the 1880's, 
regardless of sex, was the "gifted and accomplished" elocutionist and 
actress, Miss Henrietta Vinton Davis of Washington, D. C. In journal 
after journal the literary and artistic talents of Miss Davis were 
hailed as illustrated by an excerpt from a front page story advanced 
by the Cleveland Gazette: 
. . . Miss Henrietta V. Davis the talented Washington 
elocutionist, who is now rapidly rising to real distinct¬ 
ion as a dramatic reader and actress. . . her entertainment 
was the finest and most brilliant ever given here by a 
Colored talent.^3 
Blacks and whites patronized her performances which ranged from humorous 
64 
to pathetic, often including scenes from Shakespeare in costume. 
Whether they were being entertained by Cora Lee Watson, a touring 
65 
soprano, or the only black lady violinist on the musical stage during 
the 1880's, Zalia Smith,^ Blacks extolled their talents and supported 
their efforts. 
With the tremendous upsurge in black journalism after the Civil 
War, by 1890 some 575 black journals had been established.^ A few 
women penetrated this male dominated field. Among the most respected 
^Cleveland Gazette, 26 January 1884. 
A4 HIbid., 19 January 1884. 
^Ibid., 31 August 1889. 
^Chicago (Illinois) Conservator. 18 December 1886. 
^Roland Wolseley, The Black Press, U.S.A., p. 25. 
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women journalists during the 1880's was Mrs. Nellie F. Mossell of Phila¬ 
delphia. Through her dedication to quality journalism and to bringing 
the woman's point of view into perspective, she landed a weekly by-line, 
"The Woman's Department," with the New York Age. She believed that sex 
was no bar to any literary work, and that by speaking about themselves 
68 
women could inspire the confidence of the people. Mrs. Mossell received 
a certificate of membership in the Women's National Press Association in 
69 
1886. She was also the first and only black woman granted admission 
to this white organization during the nineteenth century. 
In other literary pursuits women made significant showings. Miss 
Chester, a young lady of Oakland Lake, Michigan wrote a drama of con¬ 
siderable merit. She sought to lift Blacks in theatrics above the plan¬ 
tation stereotype by writing a drama casting the heroine, an ex-American 
slave, in Italy to find success.^ 
Sensing a need for a black literary paper, the young and "talented," 
Miss Annie M. Barnes became the "editress" of the Acenthus published at 
Atlanta, Georgia, in 1880. In order to keep the paper alive and vital, 
Miss Barnes traveled to various southern states soliciting subscriptions 
to her paper.^ Black Atlantians, as early as 1883, had the use of 
library services under the management of a Mrs. Alexander, a Miss Aikens 
72 
and a Mrs. Simons. 
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^^New York Age, 14 September 1886. 
Ibid., n December 1886. 
^Viadalia (Louisiana) Concordia, 8 April 1880. 
^Atlanta (Georgia) Weekly Defiance, 24 February 1883. 
23 
The participation of the black woman in various economic spheres, 
and relative success in her endeavors, enabled the development of a 
substantial spiritual and material community for Blacks during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century. 
CHAPTER II 
SOCIAL AND FAMILY ACTIVITIES OF BLACK WOMEN 
Family Activities 
After the Civil War, there were hundred of thousands of Blacks 
roaming about in great uncertainty. Blacks found it difficult to be 
regulated by institutional norms governing marriage and family relation¬ 
ships.^ Legislative approaches could not alter social conditioning 
which was not a normal part of the newly freed Blacks' value system. 
What they lacked was the traditional preparation for monogamie marriage, 
many just did not understand the institutional significance of marriage. 
During the early years of freedom, the marital relationship among 
Blacks was fragile and depended on the way the man and woman felt about 
each other. Within a short period after emancipation a large number, as 
revealed by the black press, accepted the institutional norms for mar¬ 
riage and family life. The idea of a marriage performed by a minister 
appealed to the newly freed Blacks, for it implied equality with whites. 
Official marriage became a status symbol, and weddings became occasions 
of great gaiety. To some Blacks official marriage represented respecta- 
2 
bility, acculturation, and inner acceptance. 
^E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Family in the United States (Chicago 
University of Chicago Press, 1938), pp. 3-50. 
2 
Jessie Bernard, Marriage and Family Among Negroes (Englewood Cliffs 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966), p. 11. 
24 
25 
As a wife and mother during the transitional period from slavery 
to freedom, the black woman assumed a more positive character. She was 
given an opportunity to expand and grow. For the first time in her life 
the black female could express all the spontaneous reactions character- 
istice of other women: love, affection, jealousy, and resentment without 
fear of retribution. So it is reasonable to assume that the "right thing 
to do" as a wife and mother did not come instantaneously. But whatever 
may have been their behavior in the early years of freedom, in later 
3 
years black mothers became the very model of maternal responsibility. 
The Afro-American woman of this generation was, in a majority of the 
instances, a loving and supportive wife and a hard-working and sacri¬ 
ficing mother. Out of this situation, the black wife and mother became 
a powerful force in the survival of her family. 
The black woman's role in marriage was considered important to the 
success of her husband; she was to provide the inner qualities so that 
the man could encounter the labor and troubles of life. A good wife 
according to a Savannah Tribune article was wisdom, strength, and cour¬ 
age. No condition was hopeless to a man whose wife practiced firmness, 
L\. 
decision, and economy. While men adhered to the orthodox opinion that 
a woman should have a home and stay in it, a few women had other ideas 
concerning their role in life. Mrs. Nellie F. Mossel1, a black jour¬ 
nalist, believed that to keep the home pure, it was imperative for the 
woman to look after the interests of the community, to set aside some 
moments for outside labor.^ 
3Ibid., p. 104. 
4 
Savannah Tribune, 15 January 1876. 
^New York Freedman, 1 January 1887. 
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The Richmond Star in an editorial, "What Shall be Done With 
Daughters," advanced very definite ideas about the training of women; 
very definite, but none too progressives 
Teach them self-reliance. Teach them to make shirts. 
Teach them not to wear false hair. Teach them not to 
powder and paint. Teach them how to wash and iron clothes. 
Teach them how to cook a good meal of vituais. Give them 
a good substantial common school education. Teach them all 
the mysteries of the kitchen, the dining room and the par¬ 
lor.6 
The society columns of the journals surveyed attest to the fact 
that women wanted to pursue the role of wife and mother, and that they 
were having their relationships legally sanctioned. Newspapers often 
reported lavish weddings, as well as the smaller more private ceremon¬ 
ies, with great enthusiasm. Blacks during a one month period in 
Savannah, Georgia, were marrying at a faster rate than whites; thirty 
black couples to eighteen white couples.^ 
It is safe to conclude that all of the thirty black couples mar¬ 
ried in Savannah did not have as an elaborate wedding ceremony as that 
of Alice Parke, a public school teacher, and Furman Shadd, a young 
doctor, of Washington, D. C. in 1882. The Washington Bee hailed their 
wedding as the social event of the season in Washington's "Colored soci- 
g 
ety." It was reported to be a model of elegance and decorum, and the 
social amenities and decorum followed by Blacks were modeled after white 
practices. A black bride in Cleveland, Ohio, 1883, was in vogue attired in 
^Richmond (Virginia) Richmond Star, 28 September 1879- 
^Savannah Echo, 3 February 1884. 
g 
Washington Bee, 12 January 1883* 
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her wedding finery. The gown was fashioned in white grosgrain and white 
brocade silks with velvet trimmings, elaborately trimmed with silk lace 
and draped with ostrich plumes and white tulle. Gifts given to the 
nuptial couple were equally as elaborate as the bride’s gown; among 
the gifts were included a silver butcher knife, silver pickle castor, a 
9 
set of white French china and New York lace curtains. 
Indicative of the bond between some wives and husbands was the 
protective treatment some men accorded their spouses. A widow, who was 
her husband’s beneficiary, was unable to collect the insurance money 
from Prudential Insurance Company upon the death of her husband because 
the company contended that the mortality rate among Blacks was too high 
for them to honor the policy. Prudential also claimed that the policy was 
written on "colored" paper instead of white, which was the only color 
recognized by the company.^ After some legal aid, the widow eventually 
received $10.00 of a $150.00 insurance policy. Adam Anderson, a promi¬ 
nent black Republican who resided in Florida, was murdered by "ruffians" 
who took offense when Anderson tried to protect his wife against in- 
.. 11 
suits. 
Black women did not feel bound to a marriage relationship which no 
longer worked. Divorce during this period, according to a survey of the 
press, was exercised more frequently in the North and Midwest than in 
the South. A Xenia, Ohio, court granted Maggie Darling a divorce from 
g 
Cleveland Gazette. 23 August 1883. 
^New York Age, 26 May 1883* 
11 
Richmond Planet, 12 July 1890. 
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Charles Darling and on the same day, Winnie Bailey, Maggie's friend asked 
12 
the judge to dissolve the marriage between herself and Charles Bailey. 
Sensationalism in reporting news stories has always been recognized 
as a valuable device in journalistic circles to market papers, and the 
black press was no exception. It was not the commonplace, but the unusual 
incidents in the community which interested people and sold more news¬ 
papers. It is noted that a variance of policies was detected among 
journals in the reporting and treatment of crime and negative situations. 
The Savannah Tribune endeavored to initiate respect for women of the 
race and to present the relationship between husbands and wives in a 
favorable light. On the other hand, the Cleveland Gazette and the New 
York Age, both northern journals, placed unfavorable stories in pre¬ 
ferred positions. 
The Cleveland Gazette reported "The Taylor-Warwick Case" for sev¬ 
eral issues. It was reported that Mendora Taylor brought a breach of 
promise suit against Dr. S. Warwick for failing to fulfill a marriage 
promise. The doctor claimed that the proposal was a joke and that it 
was made in jest. Mrs. Taylor asked for $300.00 in damages. However, 
Dr. Warwick contended that the action was a trickery to get money out of 
him. The judge ruled in favor of the woman, stating that the "good 
doctor" should not have deceived the woman had his intentions not been 
13 
noble. The doctor had a wife and child in another city. 
The following is a random sample of the "riffs" which were 
12 
Cleveland Gazette, 10 January 1885- 
29 
reported by the Cleveland Gazette: (1) A young woman gained permission 
from her neighbor to sit by the window and when her husband passed—she 
shot him. . . , (2) Nellie Currie was shot and killed by her husband. . . 
(3) Mol lie Farris, a "Colored woman", was arrested and charged with 
braining her husband to death. Jealousy caused the deed. . . , (4) At¬ 
tempted murder and suicide—A black man fearing his wife was going to 
leave him . . . tried to kill her and succeeded in killing himself, and 
(5) "Blew Out His Brains"—Samuel Deyton killed himself over his wife 
14 
who had discarded him. 
An insignificant number of black females exercised their preroga¬ 
tive to cross the color line to select mates. The northern press, true 
to its flair for the melodramatic, published these accounts, although 
15 
the woman in each case was black. In contrast to the southern black 
woman who chose white mates, and ultimately ended up in jail, a black 
woman in Boston sued a white man for breach of promise.^ 
The Governor of Florida in 1889 suspended a iLidge Dean of that 
state on the grounds that he issued a marriage license to a white man and 
a black woman to marry. The judge declared that the man and woman were 
mulattoes and they produced an affidavit confirming the same. The 
Governor persisted that the judge had violated the law of the state for¬ 
bidding marriage between whites and Blacks.^ 
^Cleveland Gazette, (1) 5 September 1883; (2) 10 August 1884; 
(3) 28 March 1885; (4) 3 September 1892; (5) 2 June 1883. 
^New York Age, 13 January 1883* 
l6Ibid. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 24 August 1889. 
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Another case involved Mrs. Lizzie Walley who was convicted at 
Nashville, Tennessee, and sentenced to a term of three years in the peni¬ 
tentiary for the alleged co-habitation with a white journalist of that 
city. The Atlanta Weekly Defiance's editor asserted that the white man 
18 
would never be brought to trial for the act. In an editorial note, T. 
Thomas Fortune, the militant editor of the New York Age, admonished black 
women to avoid relationships with white men in order to forestall such 
complications. 
Because little value was placed on the maternal role during slav- 
19 
ery, poor performance was inevitable after slavery. It is reported 
20 
that during the early years of freedom, casual neglect was common, by 
21 
the mother, and cruelty was occasionally reported. Frequent cases of 
child abuse were reported by the black press both North and South. 
Frequently the mis-treatment of the child was the result of the mother's 
concept of what a corrective measure should be when a child disobeys 
maternal authority. For example, a seven year old child was burned with 
a red hot poker as a method of correction. The woman admitted her guilt 
22 
and stated that she did it more to "scare" the child than to injure her. 
In a similar case, the mother became angry with her two children for 
18 
Atlanta Weekly Defiance, 24 October 1882. 
19 
Bernard, Marriage and Family Among Negroes, p. 105. 
20 
Charles S. Johnson, Shadows of the Plantation (Chicago; Univer¬ 
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New York Age, 30 October 1886. 
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23 
disobeying her and beat them to death with pine knots. The reason in 
each case, a disobedient child, was a just reason, according to the 
mother, for punishment. However, the discipline exceeded what was 
intended. Annie Hubbard, who murdered her child in Colbert County, Ala- 
24 
bama, went to the penitentiary for ten years, while in Richmond, 
Virginia, Amanda Jackson, accused of the same crime, secured the services 
of a young black lawyer, James A. Chiles, who obtained a dismissal of 
25 
the charges. E. Franklin Frazier theorized that in view of the low 
value attached to motherhood during slavery, poor performance during the 
26 
transitional period was inevitable. 
In addition to the sensational cases of child abuse reported by the 
black press, various articles noted a number of positive relationships 
between mother and child. One such was the account of Mrs. Charles Diggs 
27 
who gave her oldest daughter a party in celebration of her birthday. 
The press also announced the birth of a child, but while the mother 
expended the most effort and labor in bringing forth a child, the father 
was usually congratulated by the press: "Mr. Dickerson of Highland 
28 
Street is a happy man. . . Congratulations; it is a fine girl." 
As a homemaker, the black woman took pride in her home and made the 
^Knoxville (Tenn.) Justice, 24 December 1887• 
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At!anta (Ga.) Weekly Defiance, 24 October 1882. 
^Richmond Planet, 12 July 1890. 
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^New York Age, 9 February 1889• 
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Washington Bee, 6 January 1883. 
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most of what she had. Mrs. Nellie Mossel1, journalist of the period, 
was of the opinion that a woman was essential to the creation of a 
home, but she was capable of making a home without a husband or chil¬ 
dren, and she believed that however humble her circumstances, however 
poor her house or its furnishings, a woman could make a home. This con¬ 
dition, the journalist contended, was attained through "loving womanly 
29 
service." 
Since one's physical well-being effects the manner in which she 
responds, the health status of the black woman should be mentioned here. 
The mortality rate for black women was very high between the end of 
30 
reconstruction and the early years of the twentieth century. It is 
suggested by Reynolds Farley, black demographic expert, that unsani¬ 
tary conditions aided the spread of contagious diseases, particularly 
small pox, tuberculosis, and cholera. In the twenty year period 1880-1900, 
the life expectancy of black women at birth was 25-0, 40.0 at age 5» and 
31 
37.4 years at age 10 years. In comparison with men the reporting of 
deaths among black females was uncommonly high. This may be attributed 
to the infant stages of medical science and ignorance about proper 
medical care. To illustrate, the death of Mary Cox, a young vocalist, 
twenty-five years old of Oberlin, Ohio, prompted the Cleveland Gazette 
to states 
Medical science was drained to discover a remedy for 
the lost energy and the most tender care failed to alle¬ 
viate her suffering, the germ of disease was too deeply 
^New York Age, 22 February 1889- 
^Reynolds Farley, Growth of the Black Population (Chicago: 
Markham Publishing Company, 1970), p. 58. 
31Ibid., p. 67. 
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32 seated and her young life slowly ebbed away. 
To further illustrate how disease and death obstructed the maximum 
functioning of the black woman, the Washington Bee chronicled the fol¬ 
lowing deaths in one issue: Mrs. Mariah Knox, 28 died from the 
dreaded disease consumption; Etta. . . a young woman died of "scrofula"; 
Nanna died ... in the eighteenth year of her age . . . that dreaded 
33 disease consumption. 
Social Activities 
E. Franklin Frazier stated that during the years of strife and 
struggle of Blacks for rights, the black woman became the main support 
3k of the institutional life of the black community. She asserted her 
spirit of independence most effectively in the black independent church 
organization and lodges. These institutions were a positive force in 
the physical and spiritual building of the community. 
The social life within the black community was centered in the 
church and club related activities. The "movers and doers", the middle- 
class, during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, promoted self- 
help projects in conjunction with their social activities. The club 
movement among black women had its beginnings two decades before the 
Civil War, and the primary purposes of clubs among black women were to 
promote educational, philanthropic, and welfare activities among Blacks. 
32 
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In both the North and South in the 1830's, Afro-American women 
organized themselves to support their churches, schools, orphanages, 
35 
and old peoples' homes. 
The migration of Blacks to urban communities, along with an increase 
in the number of educated black women and the crucial social needs of 
Blacks during the post-Reconstruction gave rise to an abundance of bene¬ 
ficial organizations. In a cooperative spirit, local clubs began to 
exchange information and ideas. It was not until 1895 that local women's 
clubs came together and formed the National Association of Colored Women. 
Clubs of almost every persuasion existed toward which the woman 
might channel her interest. For example, a woman could choose self-help 
clubs, such as the Helping Hand Club, a ladies auxiliary which was com¬ 
posed of masons' wives and daughters, who pledged themselves to helping 
all masonic lodges;-3 or the Donizetti Club of Richmond, Virginia, which 
37 
was solely devoted to musical excellence. A strong emphasis on race, 
community, and home pride was evident in a club composed of married 
ladies who devoted their social circle to the "improvement of those 
••38 
facilities that require the closest attention. 
The women with a flair for the dramatic found an outlet by joining 
drama clubs. The Hyers, a dramatic club in Cleveland headed by Miss May 
^August Meier, Negro Thought in America, 1880-1915 (Ann Arbor, 
Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1971), pp. 134-135. 
^New York Age, 11 December 1886. 
^Richmond (Virginia) Virginia Star. 16 December 1882. 
3 Cleveland Gazette. 24 January 1885. 
35 
Hyers, and composed of women, produced the stage production of "The 
39 
Blackville Twins or The Comical Adventures of Our Colored Folks." In 
New Albany, Indiana, Miss Lilly Brannon organized a dramatic club and 
40 
presented, with success, the comedy "The Happiest Day of My Life." 
Under the auspices of the New York Age, the society directory for 
1883 listing all lodges, associations, and clubs was published and dis¬ 
tributed for the convenience of all society persons. Washington, D. C. 
in 1881 claimed no less than ten black organizations devoted solely to 
41 
women. 
In conjunction with the work done within the club movement, the 
independent church provided an opportunity for women to exercise leader¬ 
ship in a structured organization. They were able to participate in 
church elections—thus offering the black woman her first opportunity to 
voice an opinion about matters which were going to effect her. 
The church was an important force in the lives of black women. 
Whether they were active church workers or not, in some way they were 
affected by the community church. In addition to its involvement in 
mission work, and to the despair of some, the church served as a re¬ 
straint on the moral conduct within the community. 
Of the miscellaneous journals researched, those of southern and mid- 
western origin carried more religious news than those in the eastern United 
39Ibid., 21 March I885. 
4n 
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41 
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States. Women worked vis-a-vis their men in the building of the physi¬ 
cal and spiritual church, and men recognized their contributions in 
these endeavors. Women sponsored various affairs in an effort to build 
churches. For example, in 1881 the Ladies Union presented $216.06 to Mt. 
Olivet Church in New York City to help pay for the new structure. These 
energetic women were commended by the church's brethren for their hercu- 
42 
lean task. 
The black press had no compunction in reporting women who were in 
leadership positions. Investigation revealed that both the Baptist and 
Methodist churches allowed women to participate in church activities. 
They were not limited to the sewing circles. According to an article 
in the National Baptist World reporting on the progress of women in the 
local church of Lawrence, Kansas, 1890, the Sunday School under the 
leadership of Mrs. J. H. Johnson was in good working order; the Young 
People's Union, composed of 55 youths under the direction of Mrs. Ida 
Ayers hoped to experience spiritual and intellectual growth. The sew¬ 
ing circle under the presidency of Mrs. Caroline Gray furnished clothing 
43 
for the needy and paid $10.00 on the church's debt. 
All was not work in the church. After a rewarding year, Mrs. 
Dent and Misses Burnham and Smith, Sunday school teachers, took their 
44 
scholars on a picnic and entertained with dinner and a social. 
4P 
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Missionary work was undertaken by church women on the local, na¬ 
tional, and international levels. Miss Julia Bennett Greenwich of New 
45 
York City went to Sierra Leone, Africa, in 1887 as a missionary. On 
the national level, the active church women of Lawrence, Kansas resolved 
at the National Baptist Convention's Women's Work Division the followings 
Knowing that no church can live long that simply lives 
for itself, we are not satisfied with what we have done for 
missions this year and are preparing to do our duty along 
this line.46 
Also, in Savannah the ladies aid committee of a local church sponsored a 
benefit which netted $60.00. They duly turned the money over to the 
47 
orphans' home committee. 
Women went forth with a message beseeching others to follow the 
trend in mission work. Mrs. R. M. Goins, because of her abi1ities, was 
48 
hailed as "the Priscilla of Kansas Mission Workers." On an even broader 
note, Mrs. Naomi Anderson of Wichita went on the lecture circuit for the 
A.M.E. church her theme beings "Women and the Race", It was usually 
handled from a biblical and historical view. She was reputed to be a 
49 
logical reasoner and a fluent and attractive speaker. 
For those women who chose not to participate directly in church 
work, its effects permeated their lives, because the church acted as a 
l±c 
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social behavioral determinant. Editors did not hesitate to report mis¬ 
conduct by women who strayed from the mores of the church. In propor¬ 
tion to men, women were reported to be wayward more frequently. Nannie 
Allen of Richmond, Virginia, put a public notice in the local newspaper 
acknowledging her misbehaviors "This is to certify that I Nannie Allen 
was one of the rebelling parties that went to the Navy Hill. I have 
returned to my church. The church was right and I was wrong .... 
Signed Nannie Allen."^ 
Church membership was important among black women—from young 
girls to old matrons. A twelve year old girl who was accidentally shot 
by her brother was not allowed to join the church because she was too 
young, but the Virginia Star praised the girl in death for having pro¬ 
fessed religion before she died.^ An interesting reader’s note was sent 
to the editors of the Cleveland Gazette by Mrs. R. Boker in response to 
an error made by the newspaper. It seems that the Gazette reported the 
death of Mrs. Nancy Morrison of Pittsburgh who was seventy-three years 
of age and a church member for fifteen of those years. Mrs. Boker set 
the record straight by stating that Mrs. Morrison had been a member of a 
church in Washington, Pennsylvania, for forty years prior to going to 
Pittsburgh. She told the Gazette; "The reason I ask for correction is 
I know it would cause some to wonder at an old lady of seventy-three 
52 
years and only a member of a church fifteen years. ..." 
^Richmond (Va.) Richmond Planet, 12 June 1886. 
^^Richmond (Va.) Virginia Star, 27 March 1880. 
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Because Blacks could not integrate successfully into white society, 
they created their own using white society as a model. Black women were 
prominent in the society sections of black journals—in fact they were 
society leaders. They usually sponsored house parties and labeled them 
social events. Although black women followed many of the social dictates 
of white society, they were not as rigid in opening up their organiza¬ 
tions to newcomers. The social life within the black community consisted 
of parties, weddings, church socials and travel. While the Cleveland 
Gazette and the Washington Bee accepted and helped perpetuate the social 
events—"The upper ten of the Colored people held an elegant reception 
and Ball on Cedar Ave., which was largely attended and judiciously 
managed. . . ."—some southern journals questioned the authenticity of 
"Colored society," especially the editors of the Richmond Virginia Star 
who contended that the city did not have a Colored society: 
We have been a people for a dozen years; for twelve 
years we have been shaping and improving ourselves both 
mentally and morally. . . .The change intellectually has 
been a remarkable one, but not so morally. I am almost 
constrained to say that in proportion to the increase of 
intelligence—morality has declined.53 
In the same editorial, the woman's responsibility was said to be that 
of instilling virtue and morality in her child. 
The "Colored society" lady was one of relative leisure. Her time 
was spent in charitable work, travel and in planning social functions. 
Mobility was one of her chief assets, and many women took advantage of 
this freedom. Typical of accounts of travel were the notices in the 
New York Age reporting that Mrs. Carrie Richardson of New York spent the 
^Richmond (Va.) Virginia Star, 14 December 1878. 
40 
54 
winter of 1883 with her friends in Bermuda and in the Richmond Planet 
announcing that Laura Martin of Gordonville, Virginia went to the moun- 
55 
tains for the summer of 1890. Further South, the Savannah Tribune 
noted that: 
Miss Mary H. Sanders formerly of New Port, Rhode Island 
who has been visiting friends in Brooklyn has gone to visit 
relatives in Charleston, S. C. She expects to spend four 
weeks in Atlanta, Georgia, after which she will return to 
New Port for the summer.5o 
When the society woman was not going on excursions her home was 
the base from which she operated. The functions held in her home were 
usually small—consisting of food, music, dancing, games and good com¬ 
pany, and centered around a motif: an ice cream social, a dove party, 
croquet party or masquerade ball. 
Some entertained in quite a lavish manner, such as the sit-down 
dinner given by a Mrs. Owens of Cleveland in observance of her fifteenth 
wedding anniversary.^ All social affairs were not ice cream socials, 
rO 
with orchestrated music as the one given by Lizzie Hill, others were 
a bit more risque, such as the social gathering in New York City given 
by Miss Susie Walker. The party consisted of innocent games—"until the 
59 
delicious muscat wine disappeared." 
^Slew York Age, 6 January 1883- 
•^Richmond Planet, 1 July 1890. 
^Savannah Tribune, 14 April 1883. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 29 September 1883- 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 27 July 1887. 
59 New York Age, 17 February 1883. 
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The major social events were the performances given by the leading 
black concert artists, gala weddings and annual club activities. The 
woman of color took an interest in her appearance and the latest fashions; 
in the fall of 1881, loose-wristed gloves were in vogue as well as the 
recognized necessity of a black dress and bonnet.^ 
Although the society woman of the middle-class was materialistic 
and status seeking, she did contribute toward the building of a cultural 
environment within the community's institutions. The activities spon¬ 
sored by the black woman offered refuge from the institutional racism 
in the outside world. 
CHAPTER III 
IMAGES: COMMUNITY AND SELF IMAGES OF BLACK WOMEN 
The prevailing attitudes among whites as depicted in the journals 
surveyed were those of negation and condescension toward some women. If 
the white community did deeds for the uplift of the black woman they 
were seldom, if ever, chronicled by the press. During this era the black 
press was the most effective media Afro-Americans had for airing their 
grievances and keeping alert of the activities of the whites.^ 
The press spoke out against those in the white community who mis¬ 
treated women of the race by words or actions. During the latter part 
of the 1870's the Savannah Tribune was the most militant in taking an 
unqualified position on the treatment of black women in Savannah. The 
Tribune voiced its disapproval on several occasions against the mis¬ 
treatment of women on the streetcars of that city. One incident reported 
was that of a "highly respectable young Colored lady" who was rudely 
insulted on a street car by the conductor. She informed a male relative 
of the insult, who in turn notified the superintendent of the company. 
As a result of the complaint the driver lost his job and the insulted 
2 
lady was vindicated. From this incident, it is ascertained that patron- 
^Detweiler, The Negro Press in the U.S., p. 53- 
2 
Savannah Tribune, 17 June 1876- 
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age by the black community of the company was important and carried 
bargaining power for Blacks. A month later, the Tribune was in the van¬ 
guard fighting for women being assaulted on the streetcars. The superin¬ 
tendent, a Mr. Haynes, was urged by the newspaper to investigate these 
incidents. An ultimatum was given the company by the Tribune in an 
editorials "the safety of the ladies is important. We think that it 
3 
should be stopped at once in the best interest of the road." 
Whether being annoyed on streetcars or city streets, the black 
women of Savannah could rely on the Savannah Tribune to speak out posi¬ 
tively for their well-being, physical or spiritual. A white man who 
reportedly followed "that young Colored lady on Friday" was exhorted by 
the newspaper to refrain from such actions again. His identity was 
purported to be known by the Tribune and in no uncertain terms the edi¬ 
tor warned: "We would advise him to be more particular in the future. 
4 
A word to the wise is sufficient." 
It was revealed that the Tribune received support, in one instance, 
for the protection of women by civil authorities. It is surmised that 
some white men must have been astounded at the reception they received 
from some black men after the white men stoned the lady’s house, be¬ 
cause she adamantly refused to be in their company. The black men 
searched the culprits out and turned them over to the authorities. The 
chief antagonist was convicted with the option of paying a $25*00 fine 
or serving thirty days on the chain gang.^ 
3Ibid., 22 July 1876. 
4 
Ibid., 2 September I876. 
^Ibid., 12 February 1876. 
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In the same issue of the Tribune a white family of Savannah was 
chided for their treatment of a black housekeeper who contracted smal1- 
pos while nursing the family through the illness. According to the 
Tribune, the white family refused to help the lady and "relegated her 
to the public square." The newspaper let it be known that it con¬ 
sidered this act the most grossly case of inhumanity and ungratefulness 
that it had ever witnessed.^ 
It was observed that approximately three months after the Tribune 
brought the white man before the civil authorities for following the 
lady to her house, the practice was continued by other white males. In 
the May 27» 1876 edition, in front page bold type, the Tribune warned 
the men who persisted in annoying women: 
Warning: On the next repitition of the offense, he will 
be unceremoniously nabbed and a public example made of him. 
One or two good examples made of these fellows will put a 
stop to these insults, the sooner the better.7 
While the women of Savannah had the support and protection of the 
Tribune and a number of men in the community, two ladies in Wichita, 
Kansas, Mrs. A. Covington and Mrs. P. Allen, dealt with the two white men 
who insulted them on their way to church. The local newspaper published 
the incident stating that the men "received a severe stoning and caning." 
Mrs. Covington undoubtedly did a thorough job, because she broke her 
g 
parasol during the fracas. This spirit of self-defense by black women 
^Ibid. 
7Ibid., 27 May I876. 
O 
Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 14 June 1890. 
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was more prevalent in the North than the South. Exemplary of this were 
two women in Cleveland, Ohio, who were decisive factors in the integra¬ 
tion of two roller-skating rinks of that city. Mrs. Jessie Gordon and 
a Miss Alida were commended by the Cleveland Gazette on their "plucki¬ 
ness" at standing up to the "white trash" who tried to bully them into 
leaving the skating rinks. They refused, continued to go back and as 
9 
a result Blacks were permitted to use the facilities. 
While the Savannah Tribune unabashedly defended black womanhood 
against harassments and insults, other newspapers disclosed violent 
physical acts perpetrated against women, but with less zeal. The 
southern press was more concerned with insults against black women and 
spoke out vehemently against such acts. 
In Richmond, Virginia, a black nurse was arrested by park police 
for whipping a white child in her charge.^ Another woman was clubbed 
by a police official in Louisville, Kentucky, to the point of unconscious¬ 
ness. The Louisville Kentucky Bulletin, posed the question; "Would Culp 
^the policeman/ have been so free with his club were a white woman the 
party he was trying to arrest?"^ 
As observed previously an occasional black woman openly involved 
herself in an interracial relationship. Perplexed by this, the majority 
of the white population sought to dissuade and dissolve such relationships. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 21 March 1885. 
^Richmond (Va.) PIanet, 27 July 1889. 
^Louisville Kentucky Bulletin. 24 September 1881. 
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Black journals also looked upon these relations with disfavor. One 
such journal who threatened an expose against black-white romantic 
involvements was the Cleveland Gazette. "The Man About Town," a 
columnist for the Gazette, revealed that two prominent young black women 
were meeting their white lovers "every Wednesday evening near the post 
office," and he added that "The Man About Town" was tired of seeing it 
and would proceed to "stir the social circle from bottom to top" by 
12 giving the women's names if they did not stop. Further investigation 
of the column did not mention the erring ladies again, so it is theorized 
that "The Man About Town" proposed expose was genuine. Whether some 
black women's affinity for white men was real or imagined, the press 
did not hesitate in calling their attention to it. One gentleman, who 
chose to remain nameless, asserted that black women made special efforts 
to sit next to white men who joined black churches. He discussed the 
fact that Blacks could not join white churches, so why when white men 
joined black churches did all "the good sisters" try to sit in the seat 
with them? All the "good sisters" who were guilty of this was admonished 
1 3 by the writer to "turn over a new leaf immediately." 
Not only did the press frown upon women of the race "crossing 
over" for mates, but it censured black men who chose white women for 
wives, observing that this tended to dishonor black women. The classic 
case to elucidate this supposition was the marriage of Fredrick Douglass 
to a white woman, a Miss Pitts, in 1884. The marriage of "ol man 
^Cleveland Gazette, 2 May 1885. 
^New York Age, 20 November 1886. 
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eloquent" was front page news, and the source of lengthy editorial com¬ 
ments. The most articulate responses to Douglass' marriage was that 
which appeared in an editorial featured in the Savannah Echo: 
Between Two Gulfs He Stands 
He has said by his marriage that among all the daughters 
of Africa none of them are good enough for his wife. And who 
are these Colored ladies, but the children of the race from 
which he sprang and of which he was a leader. If they be 
slighted, must not the race be? What if Mr. Parnell should 
need a wife and goes and marry a Colored woman, what do you 
think this country would think of him.14 
Only one favorable comment was noted in the journals surveyed and it 
was made by Professor J. M. Gregory of Cleveland, Ohio. He derided 
others for voicing opposition to Douglass' marriage, stating: 
Will we not accord Mr. Douglass the right to make his own 
choice. He married Miss Pitts not as a white lady, not as a 
Colored lady, but simply as an American lady whom he loved. . . . 
Must a man apologize and offer explanations for marrying who 
he desires.15 
Obviously Mr. Douglass felt the need to give a justification for his 
marriage to Miss Pitts. A reporter for the Washington Bee posed this 
query to Mr. Douglass: "It is said that your action reflects unfavorably 
upon women of the Colored race. Is this the case?" Keeping his response 
concise, Douglass stated: 
There are many Colored Ladies of my acquaintance who are 
as good as I and who are a great deal better educated, yet in 
affairs of this nature who is to decide the why and the where¬ 
fore. 16 
14 
Savannah Echo, 10 February 1884. 
^Cleveland Gazette, 2 February 1884. 
^Washington Bee. 25 April 1884. 
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The status of black women held some aura for a few whites. The 
Savannah Tribune reported a story carried by the Atlanta Constitution 
about a white woman who declared that she would "rather be a Negro 
than a poor white woman." She tried to pass as a black woman in order 
to marry Samuel Mallard, a black man of Atlanta. The Savannah Tribune 
received immense pleasure in rebuking the big city Atlanta Constitution 
for not knowing that "bukra" men were very warm in their affection for 
black women. License for marriage was denied the couple, but the 
Tribune candidly asserted that, "When a woman won't she won't and when 
she will, she will find a way."^ 
The restraints from the white community on the black woman imposed 
physical barriers to keep her outside society, but the controls of the 
black community on the black woman were concerned with moral principles. 
A significant number of men had very definite ideas about the manner in 
which a woman should be treated. In an editorial comment by the Knox¬ 
ville, Tennessee, Negro World several black men were admonished for their 
lack of courtesy toward black women: 
Our mothers, wives, sisters, daughters and sweethearts should 
have a feeling of love for them .... Our people know full 
well how to treat a lady as is evidenced by their treatment of 
white ladies under most circumstances. And it is enough to 
make the blood boil to witness the difference often seen.18 
Again in the forefront for the protection of women, the Savannah Tribune 
did not hesitate to point out those men among the race who were lax in 
their treatment of females. After a "dirty rascal" who resided on 
^Savannah Tribune, 29 January 1876. 
^Knoxvilie (Tenn.) Negro World, 28 February 1891. 
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Jefferson Street in Savannah beat his wife "on Tuesday last," the 
Tribune asked him to reflect on the following if he called himself a 
mans 
If God had designed woman as man's master, he would have 
taken her from his head; if his slave, he would have taken 
her from his feet; but as he designed her for his companion 
and equal he took her from his side.19 
It was declared by one newspaper that women did have rights which men 
20 
ought to respect, and because respect was accorded to women by most 
men, they were expected to respond accordingly. Negative acts were 
frowned upon and offenders were given verbal reproval. 
The Savannah Echo literally threatened to expose "a certain 
middle-aged mulatto woman" who persisted in making herself "too fresh" 
in talking and laughing when a well known gentleman passed her house. 
In no compromising terms, the Echo warned that if this act was repeated 
21 
a full description of the "gamemaker" would be given to the public. 
The Cleveland Gazette contended that the "devil" was responsible for 
the slandering acts of one woman. It seems that the besmircher was going 
from house to house trying to put someone in disrepute. A better job 
for her, advised the newspaper, was to remain at home and care for her 
children.22 
Poor comportment by women in church was especially frowned upon. 
19 Savannah Tribune, 23 December 1876. 
^uIbid., 8 July 1876. 
21 
Savannah Echo, 10 February 1884. 
22 
Cleveland Gazette. 26 January 1884. 
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Women who displayed poor conduct were summarily pointed out as soon as 
the presses of the newspaper rolled again. For example, the Cleveland 
Gazette published the misbehavior of the young ladies who acted dis- 
23 
orderly during services "last Sunday evening at Quinn Chapel." The 
24 
St. Paul Appeal scolded a young college woman for talking in church. 
Young black women were not at liberty to associate with men at 
their own discretion as "Miss E." of St. Paul, Minnesota discovered. 
It was purported that she "went into Mr. "T's" room the night Bishop 
25 
I. Lane preached. ... A resolution was submitted to the Chicago 
Conservator by the members of Rev. James A. D. Podd's church which 
exonerated him from any blame in an assault charge brought by Cora 
Wheeler. It was resolved: 
It is the sentiment of this church that the Rev. Podd, 
our efficient pastor, is entirely exonerated from the crime 
of fornication committed with Cora Wheeler by the complainant 
... .26 
On the contrary, two arrested "streetwalkers," Kitty Edwards and Annie 
Hart ages 19 and 21, respectively, were given little attention by the 
Cleveland Gazette. It was remarked that the men got away, but the women 
27 
were arrested. On another occasion, "The Man About Town" reported 
with blase*that an "old Colored lady" celebrated General Grant's birth- 
23Ibid., 5 April 1884. 
24 
St. Paul (Minnesota) Appeal, 10 September 1892. 
25Ibid. 
Chicago Conservator. 26 March 1884. 
27 
Cleveland Gazette. 10 January 1885- 
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day by getting blind drunk. Again, no further comment. 
A few felt that women gave them sufficient reasons to correct 
their actions. The editor of the Springfield (Missouri) American Negro 
censured "the girls of the African race" for not putting their minds on 
more substantial things. According to the newspaper, the young ladies 
spent their time attending balls, receptions, theatres, receiving and 
returning calls, shopping or reading the latest novel. The paper com¬ 
plained that the majority of the girls thought no more of their future 
29 
than a dress or a hat that had been discarded. 
It was observed that during this period the straightening of hair 
was looked upon negatively by some men as evidenced by a comment in the 
St. Paul Appeal to "Miss T." The journal's editor asked the woman if 
she thought her chances were better of getting "Mr. E," since she had 
her hair straightened. Her chances were less, if not nil, since her 
"foolish act."3*"* 
Many of the criticisms levied against black women by men were 
unjust and a few defended themselves against the attacks. Illustrative 
of this were the letters appearing in the Savannah Tribune. Samuel Smith 
of Savannah really put women down in a letter to the newspaper. It 
appears that Elizabeth Johnson had her husband, James, arrested because 
of his mistreatment toward her. In an escape attempt, he drowned. Smith 
28Ibid., 2 May 1885. 
^Springfield (Mo.) American Negro, 25 October 1890. 
3°St. Paul (Minn.) Appeal, 10 September 1892. 
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expressed his view in a letter to the newspaper about Mrs. Johnson’s 
recourse: 
The habit of dirty Colored women arresting their husbands 
everytime they have a family quarrel is becoming intolerable 
and should be either stopped or Colored men should stop 
marrying. 
Smith asserted that while white women quarreled, they never turned their 
husbands in. What Elizabeth did was "a common thing lately with a set 
of dirty, worthless Negro women." Without an ounce of inhibition, he 
accused Mrs. Johnson of being a "murderer" and recommended she be hanged, 
and if that was not enough, all other black women who would do this, in 
Smith’s judgement, should be driven from society because they were "no 
31 
better than dogs." 
An equally caustic reply came from a Mrs. D. Walker. She chided 
Smith for speaking disrespectfully of the female sex. Mrs. Walker 
reminded Mr. Smith that there were as many worthless "Negro men as 
there are women—if not more." Mrs. Walker put her opinion about "worth¬ 
less men of the race" out front: 
Men too worthless to pay poll tax, provide homes for their 
wives, or feed them, men who would rather vote the democratic 
ticket for a drink of wiskey, and stroll the streets like raga 
muffins than be gentlemen. Let Mr. Smith improve his own lazy 
worthless sex before he talks about Colored women disrespect. 
. . . Nearly half of the Colored women of Savannah have to 
support their vagabond husbands while they gossip around doing 
nothing.32 
This response by Mrs. Walker is indicative of: (1) pride in her race, 
(2) faith in her abilities as a woman, (3) her responsiveness to civic 
^^Savannah Tribune, 25 April 1875. 
32 
Ibid., 29 April 1875 
53 
duty and (4) her ability to sustain herself economically. 
The northern press, continuing its flair for the melodramatic, 
reported numerous negative relationships between women. The Cleveland 
Gazette reported that "two good looking Colored ladies" had a fight 
resulting when one lady over-heard the gossiper call her harsh names. 
33 
However, the gossiper was knocked out in one round. Viola Boyd, 
34 
Mary Bonner and Della Bynaon fought and was arrested by the police. 
In another case reported by a northern newspaper, a woman in Selma, 
Alabama, Pinkie Johnston, accused Jessie Smith of stealing some of her 
wearing apparel. After fleeing to another town, Orriville, Jessie was 
beat insensibly by Miss Johnston who almost severed the woman's head 
35 
from its body. 
The news media reported a few acts by women which denoted a low 
opinion of self-worth. One white druggist in New York stated that he 
received six calls per week from white women who wanted to commit sui- 
cide. Although to a lesser extent, black women could be counted among 
those who committed suicide. Lana Gray attempted suicide by taking five 
grains of morphine, luckily the doctors were able to bring her out of 
it. This was the second black woman in a nine day period who chose 
37 
morphine as an escape measure in that city. Selecting another method 
^Cleveland Gazette. 21 March 1885. 
34 
Washington Bee, 24 December 1887* 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 31 May 1894. 
36 J Viadalia (Louisiana) Concordia Eagle, 7 April 1877. 
^Wichita (Kansas) National Baptist World, 14 September 1894. 
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to end it all, Mrs. Eliza Cook, seventy-three years old, thinking that 
she was too old to be useful to the world, drove a large pair of scissors 
oQ 
into the top of her head with a heavy iron bolt. Of a less somber 
character, other women displayed their disenchantment over themselves 
or other conditions in numerous ways. Mrs. Mary Vaughan went about her 
daily routine with "Hell" stamped on her arm, while a Miss Keys who 
was accused of public intoxication said that she did not care what 
40 
others thought of her. 
Others in the community did care about black women and projected 
this attitude in a number of ways. Several young men received censure, 
41 
and "justly too", for not raising their hats to lady acquaintances. 
In Troy, New York, Miss Rebecca Briggs was chided after her death for 
not calling on her own people when she needed assistance instead of 
going to whites. As a result, the woman reportedly died waiting for 
42 
whites to help her. 
The black press highlighted also those women who had a very high 
regard for themselves. These women were cognizant of the manner in which 
others viewed them, and they made an effort to project a positive image. 
Indicative of this positive image was Mrs. Josephine Boyles who received 
^Cleveland Gazette. 25 August 1883. 
•^Boydton (Virginia) Midland Express, 3 March 1893* 
Ln 
Wichita (Kansas) Peopled Friend, 31 May 1894. 
Ll 
New Albany (Indiana) Weekly Review, 16 April 1881. 
42 
New York Age, 15 December 1881 
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her visitors attired in "her bridal robe of white satin." In a mid- 
western city ladies intending to receive calls New Year’s day could 
send their announcements to the Chicago Conservator with all the neces- 
44 
sary information. 
Newspaper advertisements tried to appeal to the special needs of 
women. They were made to sound almost mysterious, with an aura about 
them. Most advertisements were geared toward the cure of some ill* 
Illustrative of these are the following notices which appeared in the 
Knoxville, Tennessee Negro World in one issue: (1) painful periods could 
be overcome by Lydia E. Pinkham’s vegetable compound, (2) lovelier hair 
could be attained by using "Scott’s magic hair straightener and grower" 
45 
and (3) curly hair could be made straight by using ozonied Ox Marrow. 
An early manual dealing with women's special problems was advertised 
in the Savannah Weekly Echo under the title: "Woman’s Physician and 
Ladies Private Companion for Home Treatment." It purported to: 
Contain full information in reference to all questions re¬ 
lating to womanhood. The better manual to help women fulfill 
their duties and enjoy themselves in their various relation¬ 
ships as maidens, wives, and mothers. Written in plain, con¬ 
cise, and delicate language, easy of understanding and above 
all other recommendations it is thoroughly reliable and right 
to the point.*+6 
The black woman's legal status was dual. She was accorded her 
right as a citizen to institute litigations and she was given positive 
status in legal decisions. Black women frequently petitioned the courts 
^Ibid., 6 January 1883. 
44 
Chicago (Illinois) Conservator, 23 December 1881. 
^Knoxvi 1 le (Tennessee) Negro World, 28 February 1891. 
^Savannah Weekly Echo, 10 February 1884. 
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successfully to obtain redress of their grievances. For injuries sus¬ 
tained while on a northern train, Mrs. Mary F. Easton was awarded 
47 
$500.00. In Savannah another woman, Phoebe Young, was run over by 
a streetcar, which resulted in her death. Her son sued the company for 
48 
an undisclosed sum of money. 
Women brought suits against other Blacks as indicated by the report 
in the Cleveland Gazette: a Miss Sprague, "sister of Fred Douglass' 
daughter's husband" brought court action against Douglass for money she 
49 
said was due her by him for domestic services rendered. The final 
outcome of the case was not reported by the journal. 
A relative degree of fairness was accorded women in legal cases 
appearing in the press both North and South. A case occurring in San 
Francisco, California, involved Caroline Jackson, the daughter of 
Anthony Waddy, an ex-slave. The judge ruled that the daughter had the 
right to inherit her father's estate, although the mother and father 
were not legally married at the time of Caroline's birth, and for this 
reason Waddy's sister, Lavina, laid claim to the estate. Since no 
precedent existed, the judge held that "marriages" between slaves must 
be regarded as void, but emancipation endowed the child with parentage 
and legitimacy, and the law of California also provided that the issue 
of marriage null law was legitimate.^0 Mr. Levy, the judge, endeavored 
to reason out the results imposed by moral obligation to natural law. 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 6 July 1894. 
48 
Savannah Tribune, 9 September I876. 
49 
Cleveland Gazette, 16 February 1884. 
50 
Ibid., 31 August 1889. 
57 
The federal government was involved in several decisions affecting 
women. A black woman of Labanon, Ohio, received $1,878.00 as pension 
due her as the mother of a soldier who died of his wounds at Fortress 
Monroe during the Civil War.^ Retribution was had in the case of a 
black woman, no name mentioned, who regained title to land in Arlington, 
Virginia. A private bill was passed in the senate in 1885 giving this 
"old Colored woman" her right to fifteen acres of land which had been 
taken away from her when the United States government bought Arlington 
at a tax sale. Her son found proof in the Alexandria, Virginia archives 
that his mother was given her freedom by her father, and that the land 
had been deeded to her. Eighty-two years old at the time of this action, 
she was purported to be the daughter of a white man, Colonel G. W. P. 
Curtiss, and the grand-daughter of Martha Washington. To further com- 
plicate understanding the case, the family of Robert E. Lee became in¬ 
volved in helping the lady get the title to her land back because of 
their immense respect for the blood of the woman. Lee's family confirmed 
52 
the legacy of the woman by saying the land rightfully belonged to her. 
A notice appeared in the Savannah Tribune of all persons who owed 
taxes on their property in that city. The list included names of women, 
but the list was not labeled according to race, therefore making it 
53 
difficult to draw a conclusion. 
Mary Harlan of Cincinnati, Ohio, "raised a few brows" by leaving 
51 Ibid., 7 March 1885. 
52 J New York Sun quoted in Cleveland Gazette, 7 March 1885. 
53 Savannah Tribune, 6 May 1876 
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the following assets in her wills (1) her daughter received a house, 
however if she contested the will she was to receive only $5.00; (2) 
her best friend received another house; (3) Rose Clark received a con¬ 
ditional legacy of $500.00; (4) Martha Carter received $300.00; (5) Maria 
Adams received $200.00 and (6) another house and lot was to be sold and 
54 
the proceeds distributed among various people. Although $200.00 is a 
modest sum by present standards, Sarah Pierce of Flushing, New York, 
proved to be a humanitarian by bequeathing that amount to the Brooklyn 
Colored Orphans Asylum. The New York Age observed that she gave the 
largest portion of her estate to her race.^ 
The most radical and controversial public female figure during 
this era against discrimination was the crusading journalist Ida Wells 
Barnett. Having earned the title "Princess of the Press", Mrs. Barnett 
exposed the atrocities of lynching in the United States. Her contention 
was that lynching was an integral part of the system of racial oppression 
and that the motives for lynching usually had little to do with crime, 
56 
but were economic or political. T. Thomas Fortune alluded to Mrs. 
Barnett in the sexist terms characteristics of the eras "She is one of 
the few of our women who handle a goose-quill with diamond point as 
easily as any man in newspaper work. If Ida was a man, she would be a 
humming independent in politics. She has plenty of nerve and is as 
ç4 
Cleveland Gazette, 25 April 1885. 
^New York Age, 10 March 1883• 
^Ida Wells Barnett, "A Red Record," Black Women in White America, 
ed. Gerda Lerner (New York, 1973)» p. 196. 
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sharp as a steel trap."^ Feminine in every respect, a loving wife and 
adoring mother, Mrs. Barnett did not equivocate and she was heard. 
While still a single lady, Mrs. Barnett toured Great Britian in 
1883 and again in 1894. Her speeches aroused indignation among British 
liberals against lynchings in America and caused quite a stir in the 
press. An overwhelming majority of the journals examined supported Mrs. 
Barnett's efforts against lynchings. However, the People's Friend 
asserted that they failed to see how anyone other than Mrs. Barnett 
could benefit by her lecture tours. They speculated that "she will no 
58 
doubt return to her native land with well filled pockets." The most 
ardent among her supporters was the National Baptist World. Displaying 
a strong united front, the National Baptist World supported the "Princess" 
in lieu of the Governor of Kansas, O'Farrell, after he declined an in¬ 
vitation extended by the Afro-American Press Association to speak at one 
of their meetings because Mrs. Barnett was on the program. The Associ¬ 
ation came out in support of Mrs. Barnett’s efforts against lynching 
because she supported her accusations with "facts." More important to 
the Association was the comraderie they felt for her. In a letter to 
the Governor, they expressed their sentiments 
Miss Wells Barnett is a member of our Association and 
at one time the secretary of the same entitles her to our 
esteem, respect, and sympathy and her self-sacrificing 
labors. Our hearty commendation . . . the lady in our 
estimation is a heroine.59 
^Martin E. Dann, The Black Press; 1827-1890. p. 63. 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 29 June 1894. 
^Wichita (Kansas) National Baptist World, 28 September 1894. 
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The Washington, D. C. Colored American felt that America would not toler¬ 
ate Mrs. Barnett's criticism of its racial attitudes in foreign coun¬ 
tries. However, true to the race, the Colored American went on record 
in support of her efforts.^ Although the People's Friend failed to 
support Mrs. Barnett, they published a letter from another black woman 
speaking out against lynchings who sounded as militant as Mrs. Barnett: 
The Colored people of this country should organize them¬ 
selves from one end of the country to the other .... It 
is our duty to see that every story published from the South 
in which a Negro is accused of some fiendish act and lynched 
for it is run down by our own detectives if necessary, and 
the other side published. There are two sides to every lynch¬ 
ing.61 
Protests were registered by women in other areas. A complaint by 
a bitter and "respected Colored woman" featured in the Cleveland Gazette 
beseeched Blacks to resist racism in all forms, after a prominent white 
physician refused to rent a house to her. It was her belief that the 
time had come for Blacks as a race to refuse their patronage and money 
to "all such professions or business men" who make such "wholesale 
Discriminations. . . ." She felt that Blacks should not sit quietly 
by and submit to these kinds of insults, and if they did this these men 
62 
would feel it where it hurt the most—in the purse. 
While a few women protested against injustices meted out by whites, 
other women found the time to involve themselves in the Temperance Move¬ 
ment. In Knoxville, Tennessee, one such organization was established 
^Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 11 August 1894. 
^Wichita (Kansas) People's Friend, 10 August 1894. 
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Cleveland Gazette, 25 August 1882 
61 
under the supervision of a Mrs. Bradley. Her efforts were praised as 
an attempt to elevate society. 3 Two additional black women were re¬ 
ported to have been on the lecture circuit for temperance, a Miss Goff 
of New York City^ and a Miss Stevenson of Lawrence, Kansas.^ 
A significant number of women were concerned about their own status 
and took an active role in the struggle for women's rights. A thought 
provoking and timely article appeared in a newspaper comparing the 
rights of "the Bolonda Negroes" in Central Africa with the position of 
women in America. According to the report, the Bolonda people believed 
in the supremacy of women. The editorial, in support of women's rights, 
thought it ironic that in the "uncivilized" Central Africa, many women 
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have rights that women were vainly striving for in America. 
Among those making an effort to up-grade their status, a group of 
Afro-American women in Iowa organized an association for the protection 
of their sex. It was proposed by this organization that a state organi¬ 
zation be perfected and the church and politics be used as vehicles to 
aid their cause.^ Mrs. Rosa H. Hazel, another advocate of women's 
rights, recognized the link between the oppression of Blacks and women. 
It was believed by Mrs. Hazel that black women should stand shoulder to 
shoulder with other Blacks for race recognition: "Let the Caucasian, 
if he will, refuse justice to his women, but never let it be said that 
6*3 
•^Knoxvilie (Tennessee) Negro World, 28 February 1891. 
61+ 
New York Age. 17 March 1883» 
^Cleveland Gazette, 13 June 1885. 
^Atlanta (Georgia) Weekly Defiance, 24 February 1883. 
^Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 11 August 1894. 
62 
the Negro forgets the mother who bore him, the wife who shares his bur¬ 
dens." Continuing this trend of thought, she stated: 
I would give woman a vote precisely as I insisted upon 
giving the Colored man the right to vote in order that she 
shall have the same motives for making herself a useful 
citizen as those in force in the case of other citizens.68 
Some alliances were extended by white women in the women's rights 
struggle. An example of this was the invitation extended to black women 
by the women's branch of the New England Mechanics and Manufacturers 
Institute to make an exhibition of their industries.^ This was the 
first time in the history of the race that black women had been invited 
to show what they had done on a plane with other women. Mrs. George 
Ruffin of Boston was the only black woman on the committee which was 
chaired by Julia Ward Howe. 
Bits of information garnered from the journals investigated indi¬ 
cates that women who involved themselves in politics were Republicans. 
Women in Colorado organized a Republican club under the leadership of 
Mrs. E. R. C. Brown.^ jn the South, black women under the banner of 
Republicanism joined the "National Congress" the object of which was to 
better their condition, securing higher intellectual, moral, and physi¬ 
cal conditions and to secure equal wages for equal work.^ Further 
North, the "Colored Women Republicans" of New York chartered a car to 
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attend the 1889 inauguration in Washington, D. C. 
68 
Minneapolis and St. Paul (Minn.) Twin-City American, 4 May 1890. 
^New York Age. 14 April 1883. 
^Washington (D.C.) Colored American, 11 August 1894. 
^New York Age, 12 August 1886. 
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Women took an interest in issues outside their homes, jobs, and 
families. However, the ultimate well-being of the race was always among 
their top priorities. 
CONCLUSION 
The black press was indeed a champion of black women during the 
period from 1875-1895. As reflected in the press, black women have 
shouldered their double burdens of sex and race admirably. Whether in 
the home, the classroom, on the job, or fighting for human rights, black 
women made many positive contributions. It is not to be intimated that 
mistakes were not made by black women during this period of adjustment 
from slavery to freedom, with its many responsibilities, but that they 
could stand as equals with other groups of women if given the opportunity. 
The black press afforded black women respect which they failed to 
get from whites. Women were almost always referred to as "Miss," "Mrs," 
and "lady." Although the press was concerned with the "moral principles" 
of black women and chided those who strayed from the accepted norms, the 
press was the first to chastise those who offended black women and seek 
retribution to defend their honor. 
In the realm of economics, black women were successfully involved 
in various professional and non-professional occupations. However, the 
true economic status of black women in this era is not revealed because 
the press highlighted the occupations of middle-class black women. Women 
through various businesses provided services to the black community. 
The idea of self-help was promoted by women entrepreneurs; they pro¬ 
vided services to the black community which were usually denied because 
of institutional racism. 
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Afro-American women became leaders in the struggle for quality 
education among Blacks. As reflected in the press, black women who 
ventured into higher education served as classroom teachers and, in a 
few instances, school administrators. Women teachers were activists 
in the fight for quality education. In the North, black women led the 
fight for the desegregation of the public schools at the risk of losing 
their jobs. However, in the South teachers fought for black teachers 
to teach in black schools. The community was aware of their importance 
as viable forces in the education of the race and supported their ef¬ 
forts. 
The press often resorted to sensationalism in reporting the rela¬ 
tionship of the woman to her family. Although numerous stable relation¬ 
ships were chronicled, the press had a tendency to highlight an undue 
proportion of negative ones. Many husbands displayed protective atti¬ 
tudes toward their wives in an effort to shield them from racism in the 
society. During the transitional period, Blacks married and divorced as 
a part of their newly acquired value system. Basically, men observed 
the "niceties" in relationships with black women. 
Continuing its trend for the melodramatic in family relations, the 
black press frequently related stories of abuse and neglect of children 
by mothers. However, intense investigation of the incidents recorded 
revealed that punishments meted out by mothers exceeded that which was 
intended. In their previous experiences, correcting children was not a 
usual part of their value system. It is observed that as Blacks pro¬ 
gressed so did the woman's efforts at being good mothers. 
During this period, because of inadequate health care, the mor¬ 
tality rate among black women was unusually high. Consumption and child- 
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birth were the most frequent causes of death. 
Social activities revolved around the club movement and the com¬ 
munity church. Although black women emulated white society in observing 
social amenities, black society was formed along class lines less rigid 
than that of the white. It was reared toward alleviating the drudgery 
of a segregated life. 
Among the middle-class, women were very important in the social 
life of the black community. They were catalysts in the club movement 
and sponsored organizations for social and intellectual purposes. The 
socials which grew out of their club activities became much anticipated 
annual events. Women supported their community church financially and 
through mission work. The presence of the church was felt by those 
women who did not involve themselves directly in church activities. 
The church acted as a determinant of social and moral behavior in the 
community. Most women viewed the church as a part of their social life 
and as a liasion between the home and the community. 
Overall, the status of black women was high in their communities 
in spite of the fact that whites viewed them as inferiors and made 
efforts to keep them outside society. Black women in southern communi¬ 
ties held a much higher status than those in northern black communities. 
This can be attributed to the different objectives sought by each com¬ 
munity. Blacks in the South relied upon their own efforts at building 
institutions thereby developing a strong sense of community among its 
people. Northern Blacks, on the other hand, were constantly striving 
for integration into the larger society because they had always enjoyed 
more mobility in this society. 
Black men did not hesitate to defend women of the race, but they 
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expected unadulterated behavior from black women. As a result, women 
took pride in themselves, and exhibited positive qualities which re¬ 
flected good images of self-worth. 
The newspapers recorded several court cases involving women. A 
few successfully petitioned the courts to obtain redress of their griev¬ 
ances. The legal system seemed to be more sympathetic and responsive 
toward black women than black men. 
Women involved themselves in organized movements against lynchings 
and other forms of race discrimination. Black women realized that 
securing their rights as individuals through the systematic lobbying 
was important if they were to control and enjoy their own lives. 
The contributions of Afro-American women cannot be denied. Their 
successes will be remembered because they were founded on the philosophy 
of "doing the best you can with what you got." Through the nadir in 
black life, women of the race were often the stabilizing forces in the 
community; often the only ray of hope shining through. The black woman's 
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